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WHEN WORK DOESN’T FEEL LIKE WORK – THE PURSUIT OF “FLOW” 
 

Do you ever get in that zone where you lose yourself in an activity and everything feels 

effortless and just right? You feel completely ‘on’ and in some ways time seems to stop. 

Yet at the same time, it speeds by and the hours pass quickly and fluidly. Not only does 

this state feel great in the moment, but it also provides a longer lasting sense of 

gratification. 

 

Experts call this experience “Flow” – and say it is an essential ingredient to finding 

engagement and more joy in our everyday work and lives.  

 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (pronounced  “chick-sent-me-high”) a renouned psychologist 

and educator has written extensively on the topic. Author of the best selling book 

“Finding Flow” (and several others), he contends that we often walk through our lives 

unaware and not in touch with our emotional states in the moment. This inattention 

causes us to constantly float between two extremes: During our work day we live filled 

with the anxiety and pressures of our work and competing obligations. Then during our 

leisure moments we tend to live in passive boredom. The key to a more satisfying life 

(which includes our work), he says, is to learn to be more present to ourselves and the 

activities we pursue and challenge ourselves with tasks that can engage us more fully to 

the point of flow.  

 

HOW TO CREATE FLOW 

Cskikszentmihalyi distinguishes between passive pleasure and earned gratification. While 

there’s nothing wrong with enjoying passive pleasure -- it is the latter that provides the 

most optimum conditions for flow and longer-lasting fulfillment. For instance, watching 

TV would be a passive form of pleasure while reading a book that requires more 

concentration and possibly imagination has more potential for flow (ever get ‘lost in a 

book’?).  

 

Likewise playing a sport such as tennis or golf which requires skill and attention – can 

provide rich gratification and flow opportunities.  

 

Similarly in the workplace, you can distinguish between those passive (been there – done 

that) activities and others that require more challenge – thus engaging our skills and 

attention more fully.  

 

Flow activities are best experienced when the activity has:  

• Our full attention 

• Challenge and requires skill 

• Clear goals 

• Immediate feedback 

• Deep, effortless involvement 

• Sense of control 
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Now before you touch that dial (I’m not giving up my weekly fix of Grey’s Anatomy 

either!) the idea is not to engage only in flow potential activities. The idea is, however, to 

ensure ample opportunity because they do add muscle to the fulfillment factor.  

 

So take a minute to reflect on the different kinds of activities you are involved in at work 

and personally – and the impact they have on your sense of gratification beyond the 

moment.  Let’s start on the work front…. 

 

 

Where in your work do you experience flow? 

Take a minute to consider where in your work do you experience flow? What activities 

absorb your full attention? Do you get ‘lost in’ and time flies? They challenge you and 

require skill? What defined goals and immediate feedback help structure the experience? 

When you spend some time in these activities how do you feel afterwards? Fleeting 

fulfillment or a bit of a longer sense of gratification? 

 

Conversely, what parts of your work do you go though mindlessly? What can you do to 

wake yourself up in that activity and bring more opportunity for flow?  

 

Try this on! 

You may want to take out a sheet of paper (A new Word document will do!) and make 

two columns.  Label one “Flow” and the other “Fizzle”. Then list the activities you are 

involved in at work and see what category they land in. Before you write off the Fizzle 

activities, take a second look and go through the criteria (challenge, clear goals, feedback, 

etc.) – and see if you can tweak something to provide an opportunity for flow.  

 

If you find yourself stuck and bored in the “been there and done it” activities (fizzle) then 

consider how you might make some changes to ramp up the flow potential.  

 

For instance is there a particular skill you can challenge yourself to focus on and 

improve? Can you create new goals within the context of that activity? They don’t have 

to be big lofty goals. Perhaps simply focus attention on one aspect of the task and create a 

challenge around it.  

 

Here’s a personal example: I remember many years ago in my earlier days in my 

communications career at a PR agency. I was tasked with making media calls for a story 

that was a bit of a hard sell (but with the right pitch – had a place in the news context). I’d 

been working through a media list that felt particularly long on that day. I remember 

feeling bored and knew I had to find a way to pump myself up to get through it. I decided 

to focus all my energy and creativity into my opening speal – that 20 seconds you get 

(barely) if you reach the reporter live or if you get their voicemail.  
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Mentally I psyched myself up to deliver the best 20 second speal ever – and with each 

new call (many were voicemails) I focused on how I wanted to improve the next call. I 

turned it into a bit of a game. And it served me well! What started out as drab routine 

ended up being quite a bit more inspiring that day. All it took was some much focused 

attention and pulling up some specific skills to challenge myself further on. I 

concentrated on my voice (tone), played with the wording (within the key messages) and 

simply broke those 20 seconds down into a variety of skills.  I ended up whipping 

through my list and the time flew by. And best of all, I placed this seemingly hard-to-sell 

story in several key papers and the client was delighted! 

 

Small changes in perspective and focus. Big impact. 

  

What about after work? Where’s the flow in your personal time and where’s the 

fizzle?  

On a scale of 1-10 (with 10 highest), how inspired are you in your life after work? Well 

the same principles apply here. Take a moment to take stock in how you are spending 

your time. Sleepwalking through your leisure – or are you involved in activities that truly 

challenge and engage you?  

 

I know when I get bored it’s time to ramp up the flow level. Sometimes I enroll in a 

course of some kind (interest or work – doesn’t matter). Other times, getting back into the 

swing of a sport I enjoy. Bottom line is to find something that focuses attention, draws on 

some kind of skill and commitment, has feedback, goals and inspires me in some way.  

 

More to say but… 

I have a ton more to say about this topic today but am realizing how fast the time (and 

space) goes and now I’m out of both. I must’ve been in flow!! Felt good. Hope you 

enjoyed it too.  

 

Want to learn more?  

If you’d like to read more about Flow and Fulfillment, check out the following:  

• Finding Flow by Mihaly Cskikszentmihalyi 

• Authentic Happiness by Martin E.P. Seligman, Ph.D. 

• And see www.authentichappiness.org 
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